LABOUR AND ECONOMICS
Capitalists who had so signally failed to understand the nature of their
own operations could not complain if they were held responsible for
the result. But it is impossible to imagine any system which could
have borne the strain of the follies committed during these years. If
their writings are examined, the capitalist economists do not come
badly out of it. Maynard Keynes, Professor Cassel, Professor Can-
nan, and many others had begun warning and remonstrating while
the Peace Conference was sitting, and year by year whenever the
Economic Committee of the League of Nations assembled, it repeated
their warnings. Experts might differ about details, but they were
agreed about the nature of international trade. This was not a
" system," in so far as that word implied deliberate and systematic
planning ; it was a gradual adaptation of means to ends, spread over
many generations and producing in the end a self-regulating machine
which worked so smoothly that those who used it came to take it for
granted without inquiring into its nature or the laws of its action.
It was a commonplace of the fiscal controversy in Great Britain at the
beginning of the twentieth century that large numbers of intelligent
people could with difficulty be brought to believe that imports were
paid for by exports, and were altogether incredulous about the " in-
visible exports " which experts of the Board of Trade brought in to
balance the account. The same misconceptions persisted for years
after the war, and otherwise capable men of business could be heard
all over the world demanding at one moment that Germany should
pay and at the next insisting on raising the tariff walls against die goods
in which alone she could pay.
An all but complete paralysis of international trade would have been
only a question of time if the creditor nations had persisted in their
demands on Germany. But in the same years all the circumstances
were aggravated by the orgy of economic nationalism which followed
the war. Between the demand for Reparations and the deliberate
choking of the channels of trade it became impossible to maintain the
even flow of goods and services on which in the last resort the stability
of currencies depended. To sell without buying ; to avoid at all costs
the excess of imports over exports which paradoxically was called an
" adverse balance," though a positive condition of profitable trade ;
to add to tariffs special countervailing duties to prevent any country
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